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          T h r o w  L i k e  A   G i r l 
 
The Tomboy Project 
 
 
 
 
Tomboy n. a girl who enjoys rough, noisy activities traditionally 
associated with boys, a girl who behaves like a spirited or boisterous boy  
                             The English Oxford Dictionary [1999] 
 
Tomboy n. a girl who behaves in a manner usually considered boyish 
                            The Merriam-Webster Dictionary [1998] 
 
 
 
Introduction:  
This project investigates the concept of “the tomboy” and 
its under-representation, post-adolescence in contemporary 
art photography, film and popular western culture. My 
practice-led research is underpinned by a theoretical 
investigation of the tomboy image depicted in historical and 
contemporary western cultural narratives, children’s 
literature and critical art theory; however I widen the 
focus to include explorations of the tomboy identity from 
childhood and adolescence into adulthood and old age.  
 
Popular western culture represents largely stable notions of 
a determined gender identity that positions the tomboy 
identity as tolerable, but only during childhood. My project 
will produce lens-based artwork to reconfigure the tomboy 
image and reposition her beyond girlhood drawing attention 
to the adult tomboy’s marginalised identity in popular 
western culture and the visual arts.  
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Background: 
My investigation of the tomboy began in early 2008, at which 
time I strove to illustrate through photography the 
archetypal popular image of the tomboy throughout various 
stages of girlhood.  A tomboy fits both a mood and type that 
looks more at gender than sexuality as opposed to an image 
of androgyny (e.g. Marlene Dietrich, David Bowie, Grace 
Jones) conveying a sexualised interpretation of gender.  
Both androgyny and the tomboy are open to exploitation via 
fashion (because fashion constructs and exploits an image) 
but my project comes from a fine art perspective, that seeks 
to avoid exploitation but rather explores new possibilities 
for representation. 
 
My first work entitled Throw Like A Girl (2008) is a series 
of four photographic portraits that critique western 
stereotypes of the tomboy during childhood. This was 
extended in late 2008 with the work entitled Cleanliness Is 
Next To Grubbiness. The six large-scale photographic 
portraits of individual tomboys in their family bathroom act 
to challenge western society’s desire to tame1 the tomboy 
during adolescence and in doing so allowing for the 
transition into adult femininity.   
 
In 2009 I completed a body of work entitled Metaphorical 
Tomboy.  This work is a series of landscape photographs 
taken in Scotland during wintertime in 2009. My intention 
was to test whether landscape photography can create some of 
the core experiences of the tomboy during adolescence, with 
the snow covered winter landscape representing archetypal 
states of adolescence such as isolation, being frozen out, 
boundaries and divisions, desolation, ambiguity as to which 
the side of fence one is sitting on.  The work examines the 
extent to which the tomboy identity can shift during female 
adolescence and inquires how landscape photography can 
address the female adolescent experience in relation to the 
tomboy.   
 
My honours research resulted in the completion of a 
photographic installation entitled Wildfang.  Wildfang is 
the German word for tomboy, literally translated as wild, 
untamed animal, tomboy.  Wildfang is an installation of work 
which juxtapositions photographic portraits of female 
adolescent tomboys with images of deceased animal parts, 
both domesticated and wild creatures. The photographs of the 
animals are dry mounted onto acrylic and further mounted 
onto acrylic boxes becoming both photograph and object. 
These objects (which I call trophies) are metaphors for 
exploring popular narratives that position the tomboy on the 
                                       
1 See Judith Halberstam for further reference on tomboy taming in her text, Female Masculinities,    
Duke University Press, 1998, London 
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brink of adolescence, are cast in a less favourable light 
from that of the tomboy in childhood, and described as 
‘deviant’ or ‘wild’.  A corrosive thread running through 
tomboy coming of age text lies in the emphasis on conformity 
to a feminine identity. This work is an investigation of 
certain aspects of language utilised to denote the 
adolescent tomboy who struggles with conformity and examines 
cultural definitions of the word tomboy, such as ‘wild and 
untamed’.   
 
During my 2010 Honours research, I discovered a rich history 
of literary and cinematic representations of the tomboy, 
which are never the less absent from the visual arts.  This 
current research project aims to inspire and contribute to 
the largely hidden visual conversation about historical, 
cultural and gendered expectations of the female, in 
relation to the post-adolescent tomboy. 
 
 
Review of Literature and Current Practices: 
In Virginia Woolf’s Orlando: A Biography (1928) the 
narrative shifts between genders, creating an ambiguous 
world in which the best qualities associated with femininity 
and masculinity integrate strength with humility, 
independence with empathy, rationality with intuition, and 
thought with emotion. Orlando transcends all the various 
dimensions of space, time and sexuality where ‘a vacillation 
from one sex to the other takes place’, (Woolf, 2004 p67). 
The transexualism of Orlando allows for fluidity in 
sexuality and gender and although this may have no primary 
bearing on definitions of the tomboy, its progressive 
attempt to destabilise western culture’s strong hold on 
gender binaries are of historical and cultural relevance to 
my research.  
 
‘She (Orlando) remembered how, as a young man, she had 
insisted that woman must be obedient, chaste, scented, and 
exquisitely apparelled. “Now I shall have to pay in my own 
person for those desires,” she reflected, “for women are not 
(judging by my own short experience of the sex) obedient, 
chaste, scented, and exquisitely apparelled by nature. They 
can only attain these graces, without which they may enjoy 
none of the delights of life, by the most tedious 
discipline.’ (Woolf, 2000 p99)  
 
During the nineteenth and twentieth century, children’s 
fiction instructed young readers on good morals, values and 
‘appropriate’ gendered behaviours.2  
                                       
2 Tomboy figure Jo March in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women (1868) exemplifies this formula. The 
novel begins with Jo at 15 years old and entrenched in her dream of becoming a great literary 
spinster, a deep desire to travel and is always professing that she will never marry. As the story 
progresses, Jo begins to renege on her ideals. She struggles, but slowly sloughs off her tomboy 
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The bildungsroman3 was a popular narrative formula for young 
readers, with texts separated into two categories: one for 
boys and one for girls. In ‘the girl’s story’, the 
bildungsroman depicted the ‘ideal’ female character as one 
who traversed the terrain of girlhood to adulthood through a 
series of stages to maturity and self-knowledge that 
concluded with marriage and motherhood.  The tomboy 
character of the bildungsroman was cast as either a rebel 
seen to repeatedly wrestle against a performance of 
femininity or as a deviant who is shamed by her seeming 
inability to be feminised and thus becomes an outcast: 
‘…gender is a project which has cultural survival as its 
end…under which gender performance always and variously 
occurs.  Hence, as a strategy of survival within compulsory 
systems, gender is a performance with clearly punitive 
consequences… we regularly punish those who fail to do their 
gender right.’  
(Butler 2006, p190) 
 
Judith Butler’s theory is exemplified in Carson McCullers’ 
classic tomboy tale The Member of the Wedding (1946). 
Alluding to the taboo area of gender-defiance, McCullers 
character is approaching adolescence and regularly punished 
and excluded from her peers. McCullers depicts her young 
girl Frankie as a tomboy.  McCullers sets a trap for her 
character by situating Frankie within a cloud of difference 
and abnormality. Frankie is ‘unjoined’ ‘belongs to no club’ 
and is a ‘member of nothing.’ A frightening prospect at 
anytime, and even more so during adolescence, this dark 
portrayal of ‘the tomboy’ is problematic and damaging. 
 
‘It happened one crazy and green summer when Frankie was 
twelve years old.  This was the summer when for a long time 
she had not been a member.  She belonged to no club and was 
a member of nothing in the world. Frankie was an unjoined 
person who hung around in doorways and she was afraid.’ 
(McCullers 1973, p6)   
 
During the second world war era in the west, gender roles 
began to shift and girls were written into fiction as 
sleuths, rescuers, worriers and adventurers, yet the 
representation of the tomboy mostly continued to reflect 
fixed cultural conceptions of what is ideologically (in) 
appropriate, normal and therefore desirable, in the 
representation of masculinity and femininity, gender and 
                                                                                                                
identity until in the end, after abandoning her goal to be a famous literary spinster, Jo marries 
and becomes a schoolteacher. When Jo is asked by one of her sisters what happened to her ambition 
to become a great literary spinster she replies, ‘that life I wanted then seems cold and selfish 
and lonely to me now.’ (Alcott, 1989 p209) 
 
3 Bildungsroman - literally means education novel, text laced with good morals and designs to teach 
appropriate cultural codes of conduct enforcing ideologically sound gender binaries for boy and girls. 
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sexuality in children’s literature and within society at 
large.  
 
Contemporary Queer American theorist Judith Halberstam 
observes: ‘Tomboy identities are conveyed as benign forms of 
childhood identification as long as they evince acceptable 
degrees of femininity, appropriate female aspiration, and as 
long as they promise to result in marriage and motherhood.’ 
(Halberstam, 1998; 156)  
 
In Tomboys: A Literary and Cultural History (2008), Michelle 
Ann Abate documents an expansive historical view of the 
tomboy. Following the Second World War some American female 
film stars (e.g. Bette Davis and self confessed tomboy 
Katherine Hepburn) personified tomboy traits of strength, 
independence and assertion. However, there is a notable 
absence of tomboy imagery and representation in the visual 
arts. 
 
Contemporary American photographer Catherine Opie explored 
concepts of gender ambiguity in children and includes the 
tomboy image of Jesse in her series Children (1995-2004). In 
a large photographic portrait, the subject Jesse sitting 
slouched forward, topless, her shoulders rounded, her head 
tilted to the side and her dishevelled blonde hair stuffed 
up under a back to front baseball cap. Jesse is wearing a 
delicate chain/necklace around her neck and we see the 
waistband of her boxer shorts just above where the image is 
cut off:  ‘…it is impossible not to read this photograph as 
a catalogue of conflicting signs: masculine and feminine, 
instability both natured and nurtured.’(Holte, 2009; 134)  
 
At the other end of the gender spectrum, Australian 
photographer Deborah Paauwee explores female sexuality and 
the coming of age by ‘positioning her subjects within a 
discourse about the objectification of the female form for 
the male.’ (Marsh, 2003; 204) In the photographic series 
Porcelain (2002), we see a pre-pubescent female torso, nude 
and draped under lace. A young hand with chewed fingernails 
lies rested over a naked torso, juxtaposing femininity with 
the abrasions and everyday detail of girlhood.  
 
While these contemporary photographers critique issues 
related to gender and female identity, my photographs will 
focus specifically on the tomboy identity to explore how 
tomboy traits might evolve in female adulthood. My aim is to 
challenge the conventions of contemporary western female 
portraiture and offer an alternative to the social 
imperative for the erasure of the tomboy image post-
childhood.  
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Proposed Project:  
This project will examine transformations of the concept of 
“tomboy” in western popular culture, the visual arts and 
film to produce a body of photographic based artwork that 
will address the research questions proposed in this paper. 
I aim to work with various individual females who fall 
within three different age brackets:14-18 years, 19-40 years 
41 plus years. All participants will remain fully clothed. I 
have received ethical clearance from the HRECS at RMIT 
University to conduct my research that includes 
photographing and interviewing these individuals. My 
registry number is: CHEAN B-2000510-06/11. 
 
Whilst photography will be the primary medium for the 
artwork, I will concurrently use a video camera to capture 
tangential research including the process of photographic 
production. By using a video camera as a tool to capture and 
record, the works become an indexical trace to document a 
process that proposes female agency to the tomboy identity 
within popular western culture and the visual arts. 
Transcripts of interviews will serve to give literal a voice 
to the experience of identifying as a tomboy. 
 
This research project is undertaken through RMIT University 
and artwork production will take place in my studio located 
at RMIT city campus or at a location agreed upon by the 
participants and myself. Parent/s/guardian/s will be present 
with participants aged 14-18 years.  Participants are 
encouraged to identify how they prefer to be depicted in the 
work. The result will be a series of photographic stills and 
short video works to represent the tomboy in relation to the 
female experience for the purpose of my research degree. 
 
 
Main Objective: 
My project investigates the tomboy beyond the childhood 
stage, with the object of increasing the visibility of the 
post-adolescent tomboy. The practice-led research will 
result in a body of largely photographic work that responds 
to both the actual experience of the tomboy during late 
adolescence and through differing stages of adulthood, 
whilst mapping the landscape of the metaphorical and poetic 
associations of this aspect of the female experience.  
 
 
Aims: 
With an investigation of historical and contemporary 
representations of the tomboy through the filter of western 
literature, popular culture and the visual arts, I aim to 
contribute toward the reconfiguration of cultural 
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conceptions of the archetypal tomboy; idealised during 
childhood, marginalised during adolescence and disappearing 
in adulthood. Through practice-led research I seek to locate 
the tomboy throughout various stages of adulthood and record 
her not as a transient aberration but as a legitimate form 
of female agency unrepresented to date within the visual 
arts and popular culture. 
 
 
Research Questions: 
 
How might cultural representations of the tomboy be 
investigated through photographic art practice? 
 
How can practice-led research open up opportunities for 
representation of tomboys beyond childhood through various 
stages of adulthood? 
 
 
Rationale For Program: 
In popular culture girls’ fiction often reinforces preferred 
cultural ideologies about gender and sexuality and in doing 
so plays an important role in the socialisation of girls, 
‘Childhood is a construction based on adult hopes and needs; 
it’s something we create rather than a fixed reality.  
Childhood is not a biological phase that people pass through 
but an idea collectively constructed to serve adult needs 
and historical conditions.’ (Sternhiemer 2003, p25-26) 
Tomboy characters, as depicted in children’s literature, 
represent an important cultural marker of both evolving and 
constant cultural values in relation to gender binaries. 
Typical tomboy traits of independence, rebellion, 
difference, are often seen to diminish as they approach 
adulthood establishing the concept of the tomboy as a 
transient identity passed through in childhood.  The 
expectation is for the tomboy to conform to culturally 
appropriate gendered behaviour.  
 
My investigation into the field of female identity questions 
whether the subversion of essentialist notions of gendered 
behaviour, prevalent in western culture, give girls, 
adolescent females and adult females a choice about how they 
define gender identity. The territory of the tomboy is 
‘positively related to instrumental qualities such as 
assertiveness and self-reliance’ (Burn, 1996 p48) and for 
many girls represents freedom from often constricting 
feminine codes of conduct. During adolescence these 
qualities suggest diversity, difference and hybridity thus 
calling into question western cultural ideologies that 
uphold fixed identities in relation to sex and gender. If 
the tomboy/girl identity pushes at the boundary of 
culturally fixed gender binaries (though tolerated because 
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of her non-threatening position in childhood) does the adult 
tomboy identity signify a threat to destabilise constructed 
sex and gender dualities? 
 
One question raised by practice-led research is whether by 
investigating definitions of the characteristics of gender 
defiance, it is possible to represent such defiance 
visually?  In her essay written in 1972 entitled, Is Female 
To Man As Nature Is To Culture? American feminist and 
scholar Sherry B. Ortner (b.1941) challenges traditional 
perceptions of the good wife and motherhood as natural to 
women.  My work seeks to follow on from that, offering 
possibilities for imagining the self-reliant, assertive 
tomboy as natural beyond adolescence. This raises the 
question of what is considered normal and what is seen as 
taboo by the traditional status quo structures of western 
society in the field of visual representations.  
 
In redressing the low visibility of the tomboy, beyond 
childhood, I am drawing on a rich and largely ignored 
history that seeks representation.   If the notion of gender 
defiance is lurking in the shadows of depictions of the 
tomboy, I want to reveal its qualities and possibilities. 
 
 
Methods: 
An inquiry into of western art history, critical theory and 
popular culture with emphasis in areas of gender identity 
and sexual politics will largely inform my project and 
practice.  Further critical reading into the images by 
photographs such as, August Sanders, Julia Margaret Cameron, 
Lewis Hines, Diane Arbus, Cass Bird, Rineke Dijkstra, 
Deborah Paauwee, Polly Borland, Cindy Sherman, Catherine 
Opie, Collier Schorr and Helen Van Meene will inform how 
girls, female adolescents and adult females are viewed and 
portrayed both historically and contemporary culture.  Other 
artists, writers and film-makers whose work will inform my 
practice include: Roni Horn, Sarah Lucas, Jenny Saville, 
Gillian Wearing, Andy Warhol, Thomas Ruff, Christian 
Boltanski, Betsy Odon, Ella Dreyfus, Lucian Freud, Barbara 
Krueger, Laura Mulvey, Jane Campion, Sally Potter and Céline 
Sciamm. 
 
Methods used for producing the artwork will primarily 
involve lens-based media along with recording devices, text 
based tools such as an analogue typewriters, inks and 
various multi-media materials – paper, glue, tape etc. The 
work will take place in the studio and on location. 
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07.09.2011
Audio Recording: Josie
We had lived in town and my husband was a fisherman and we had 
three children and I hated living in town, I really didn’t 
like it and I was always looking to get out and I found this 
piece of land and I, you know, I insisted that we buy and he 
didn’t really want to, it was easier for him to get up in town 
and go for the boat at whatever, 4 O’clock in the morning and 
to go out fishing from there…um…but I insisted.  So we moved.
I said well alright, I’ll run the farms, so I had already been 
set up for being male because of my mothers values and how 
there where no men in our family there was my mother and my 
sister and so [this] made me take on the role of being the 
strong fit muscular one who could do anything, you know I 
could use an axe or um you know…my mother too could do these 
things but she was never, she never really took on any kind of 
masculine identity but I know that I did and I always felt 
like I had to live up that, it was really hard to.
So when we took on the farm I did everything. I dug post 
holes, I used chain saws, I put up fences, I did everything I 
could but when my husband would come back from fishing or he’d 
have a day off and we’d work together and I could put in maybe 
eleven fence posts in a day and he could put in twenty seven 
and you know it frustrated me because I really thought that 
I’d made myself into something that was physically equal to 
him and he was inclined to treat me that way to, you know, 
because he just thought, you know, she’s got a body I’ve got a 
body we can do the same the same things. And so we had that 
kind of relationship but I gradually began to get a little bit 
resentful of that. Then one day my daughter - my husband had 
asked her to go outside and to split some wood - she said,
“I’ve got a father and two brothers, I’m not splitting wood.” 
And yet she’d do it at my mother’s house. She would split 
wood, she would cut wood at her grandmothers and bring it 
inside, but not at a household that had men and I thought why 
has she got a stronger female identity than I have when I’m 
her mother?  You know, it doesn’t make any sense. And I got to 
thinking - you know when you go through those times in your 
life when you explore whom you are and you wan change things? 
Well, I realise that I had been living as a man in so many 
ways, in so many aspects of my life I’d been trying to be a 
man, but in fact I was a woman, I can’t be a man and so I 
would always fail. If I kept trying to be that, [a man] I will 
always fail and it changed the way that I saw myself and I um, 
I started to let go of that male identity and the male role. I 
really began to let go of it. Then a short while later I went 
to this festival, to this Indian man who read my palm. He 
looked at it and said, “hah on the inside you’re a man” and I 
thought, whal how thoroughly had I taken on that identity, how 
thoroughly that its written in my hands, that he sees it in my 
hands, he doesn’t know me - an amazing thing.
Self-confession #1
18.09.2012
[1979]
Picture this: A girl about twelve years old wearing nylon smoky
pink boyish girls shorts (you can get the same ones for boys that 
come in dusty blue), white and blue capped sleeved tee shirt, 
white calf-high socks and trainers. Her hair is brown, shoulder 
length with a short fringe, a pageboy. She’s told she has freckle 
and she gets called Cooky. 
Cooky’s best pal from when they were at nursery school together 
was the boy from down the street.  They would muck about together 
down the garages and climb the wall to the allotments, nicking 
rhubarb. Kicking long bangers up and down the street was another 
thing they used to do and always they went home manky. Now Cooky 
can’t remember the last time she saw Mickey or even why they 
stopped playing together anymore. After primary school a lot of 
things changed, but the good thing was she started to learn how 
to speak Russian. 
Her friends now were all girls and on this particular day she 
felt something strange come across her like she was embarrassed
and ashamed.  Cooky always used to joke around a lot, but this 
day she fell quiet as awkwardness enveloped her. A prickly heat 
crawled through her skin and as she crossed one bare leg over the 
other, tried to hide behind a lamppost.

02.04.2011 
 
Recordings:  in conversation with Eddy  
 
Me: Am I creating a type or a state of mind? 
Do I want my audience to respond to a state of mind or to a 
mood? 
 
Eddy: There is pared backness. There is something really bare 
in terms off your images of the tomboy kids. You know how you 
see those teenagers who sometimes wear really heavy eyeliner 
and that’s to create that really harsh thing, but when you 
look at their faces, underneath, there is a rawness - that 
can’t be covered with - you know, this kind of womanly, pretty 
thing. So there’s a lack of make-up, but not necessarily make-
up.  There’s a lack of…covering up! So actually you might have 
make-up as an attitude, or clothes as an attitude or a 
position as an attitude, but its what underneath, that’s what 
you are able to draw out through your photographs 
 
Me: Is the story that I’m telling myself… can I drop that or 
is that my type? 
 
What about fluidity and what does that mean when it comes to 
our identity and what we think we want? 
 
Eddy: MMM…   
I want my sovereignty; I’m not owned by anyone. I don’t want 
children to be bound to.   
 
Me: Uhu…I feel the same way. 
If one lets go of oneself, where do they go? And how does 
one navigate space? 




Self-confessed # 2
08.11.2012
[1985]
When I left home, my little sister wrote me a letter on her 
shinny aluminous green writing paper usually reserved for special 
occasions or times like this, and sent it. 
I had only moved out one week before.
Lindsey's careful handwriting told me I had missed out because 
she had been allowed a chippy for tea that night, but I was 
lucky, since last night it was Mum’s mince and tatties! 
I remember being chuffed to receive my first letter through the 
letter-box of my first flat, but that's not all. Whilst holding 
in my hands, those slightly tattered sheets of paper inscribed 
with my sisters words, I felt something that can only be 
described as clenched from within. Suspended between the lines 
lay an absence of the other and gripped by a pang of sadness, I 
turned the volume up and made more toast.

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